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 MSAA design

 Taking a closer look: item types and the characteristics of 

the various items

 Overview of MSAA sample items (English language arts 

and mathematics only)

Session Overview



To develop a system of assessments supported by 

curriculum, instruction, and professional development to 

ensure that students with the most significant cognitive 

disabilities achieve increasingly higher academic outcomes 

and leave high school ready for postsecondary options

Overall Goal of MSAA



 Summative assessment 

– (March through May)

 Math and ELA, including writing

– Grades 3-8 and grade 11

MSAA



 Online platform (computer based)

 Item types are:

– Selected response and constructed response

• Math constructed response at various grade levels

• Writing both selected and constructed response

 Items of varying complexity

 Scripted directions for test administrators

Assessment Design



 The MSAA items were developed at varying degrees of 

complexity that measure the same academic skill. 

 In order to know more about the characteristics of the 

students who participate in alternate assessments, the 

learner characteristic inventory (LCI) was administered.

 The data from the LCI was incorporated into the  

development and complexities used to create each item.

MSAA Item Development and Item 
Complexities



• Variable features are written into the tasks (implemented) 

to support the integration of UDL:

o Aspects of assessment tasks that can be varied in order to 

control difficulty or target emphasis of the knowledge, skills, 

and abilities

o UDL categories: receptive, expressive, language and 

symbols, cognitive, executive, affective

• The embedded variable features allow the assessment to 

measure the academic skills that all students with 

significant cognitive disabilities have acquired. 

Principled Design



 Each content standard is assessed by items written at 

various levels of complexity.

 For example, in mathematics, some items use only 

mathematical notation, and other items accompany the 

notation with a visual model of its meaning. 

Item Complexities



Grade 3

3.NO.1l3 Identify the fraction that 

matches the representation 

(rectangles and circles; halves, 

fourths, and thirds, eighths).

EU: Count the number of the parts 

selected (3 of the 4 parts; have 

fraction present but not required to 

read 
3

4
).

Mathematics (Standards)

Grade 6

CCC: 6.ME.2a2 Solve one-step 

real world measurement 

problems involving unit rates 

with ratios of whole numbers 

when given the unit rate (3 

inches of snow falls per hour, 

how much in 6 hours).

Grade 11

CCC: H.DPS.1c1 Use descriptive 

stats; range, median, mode, 

mean, outliers/ gaps to describe 

data set.

EU: Identify the highest and 

lowest value in a data set given a 

number line and matching 

symbols (concept of range).



Demonstration

Simplified language

Statement 

reminding 

students what the 

item is about 

Mathematics Grade 3 Sample Item 1



Mathematics Grade 3 Sample Item 1

3 answer options



Mathematics Grade 3 Sample Item 2

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Simplified 

language



Mathematics Grade 3 Sample Item 2

2 answer options



Mathematics Grade 6 Sample Item 1

3 answer options

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Added 

context 

and 

language

Mathematical 

notation only



Mathematics Grade 6 Sample Item 2 

Statement 

reminding students 

what the item is 

about 

Simplified 

language

Mathematical 

notation and visual 

representation



Mathematics Grade 6 Sample Item 2 

3 answer options



Mathematics Grade 6 Sample Item 3 

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Simplified 

language

Visual 

supports



Mathematics Grade 6 Sample Item 3 

3 answer options

Visual supports 

in answer 

choices



Mathematics Grade 11 Sample Item 1 

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Demonstration

Demonstration



Mathematics Grade 11 Sample Item 1 

3 answer options



Mathematics Grade 11 Sample Item 2 

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Simplified 

language

Demonstration



Mathematics Grade 11 Sample Item 2 

2 answer options



Grade 4

CCC 4.RL.k2 Determine the 

theme of a story, drama, or 

poem; refer to text to support 

answer.

CCC 4.RL.i1 Refer to details 

and examples in a text when 

explaining what the text says 

explicitly.

Reading (Standards)

Grade 8

CCC 8.RI.k4 Identify an 

argument or claim that the 

author makes

CCC 8.RI.j1. Use two or 

more pieces of evidence to 

support inferences, 

conclusions, or summaries of 

text.

Grade 11

CCC: 112.RI.b1 Use two or 

more pieces of evidence to 

support inferences, 

conclusions, or summaries 

from text.

CCC 1112.RI.d1 Determine 

the author's point of view or 

purpose in a text.



Graduated Text Complexity of Reading 
Passages

Less Complex More  Complex Most  Complex

• Simple sentences

• Commonly used 
words

• Theme is obvious

• Clear events in 
order

• Predictable events

• Simple charts and 
tables

• Answers taken from 
the text

• Simple and 
compound sentences 
(i.e., and)

• Some grade-level 
words

• Theme is clear

• Connections between 
ideas and events 
presented in order

• Charts and tables 

• Answers drawn from 
the text

• Compound and complex 
sentences

• Grade-level words

• Theme implied

• Connections between a 
range of ideas and events

• Charts and tables 
essential to understand 
text

• Answers inferred from the 
text



English Language Arts Grade 4 Sample 
Item 1 

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Simple 

sentences

Visual 

Supports



English Language Arts Grade 4 Sample 
Item 1 

Re-read 

passage or 

passage 

part

3 answer 

options with 

visual 

supports 



English Language Arts Grade 4 Sample 
Item 2 

Visual 

supports 

in answer 

options

3 answer 

options

Simplified 

language

Re-read passage 

or part

Visual 

supports

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Passage part; same passage as previous 

example



English Language Arts Grade 8 Sample 
Item 1 

Visual 

supports

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Compound 

and 

complex 

sentences

Visual 

supports

Compound 

sentences



English Language Arts Grade 8 Sample 
Item 1 

Re-read 

passage or part

Visual 

supports in 

answer 

options

3 answer 

options

Statement 

reminding 

students what 

the item is 

about 



English Language Arts Grade 8 Sample 
Item 2 

Simple and 

compound 

sentences

Visual 

supports

Item 

about a 

passage 

part with a 

reminder 

statement 

Visual 

supports in 

answer 

options

Statement 

reminding 

students about 

what the item 

is about 

3 answer 

options

Passage part; same passage as previous 

example



English Language Arts Grade 8 Sample 
Item 3 

Visual 

supports in 

answer 

options

3 answer 

options

Second 

question 

about 

passage 

and answer 

options



English Language Arts Grade 11

Statement 

reminding 

students 

about the 

what the 

item is 

about 

Visual 

supports

Compound 

and 

complex 

sentences, 

some 

grade-level 

words



English Language Arts Grade 11 
Sample Items 1 and 2

Statement 

reminding 

students 

what the 

item is 

about 

Visual 

supports 

in answer 

options

3 answer 

options



English Language Arts Grade11
Sample Item 3

Item about 

a passage 

part with a 

reminder 

statement 

Visual 

supports 

in answer 

options

Statement 

reminding 

student 

what the 

student 

just read 

and what 

the student 

will be 

looking for 

next

Passage part; same passage as previous 

example



 Scaffolded support

 Focus on idea development, organization, and 

conventions

 Uploading and/or submitting  final writing product

Assessing Writing



 Selected Response Items

– Test writing skills

– Full range of complexity represented

 Writing Prompt

– Will be generated by student using selected responses

 Writing Materials

– Reference materials are provided to support the student

• Example: Good writers…

– Will be scored using a rubric (will not be scored  by test 

administrators)

Writing



 It is critically important that the test administrator is aware 

of the options for submitting the writing response(s) for 

students:

– Upload evidence

– Transcribing

– Annotation

*Additional information about these processes are in the 

MSAA Test Administration Manual and training modules.

Writing: Uploading Evidence



Lori Morris

(615) 741-5113

Contact Information

Lori.Morris@tn.gov

mailto:Lori.Morris@tn.gov


Excellence | Optimism | Judgment | Courage | Teamwork


